The graphic gift : a study of the map of Australia's visual qualities by Dilanchian, K
THE GRAPHIC GIFT:
A study of the map of Australia’s 
visual qualities
Kate Dilanchian
Master of Design (Research)
2011
University of Technology, Sydney

I hereby declare that this submission is my own work and to the best of my 
knowledge it contains no materials previously published or written by another 
person, nor material which to a substantial extent has been accepted for the 
award of any other degree or diploma at UTS or any other educational institution, 
except where due acknowledgement is made in the thesis. 
I also certify that the intellectual content of this thesis is the product of my own 
work, except to the extent that assistance from others in the project’s design and 
conception or in style, presentation and linguistic expression is acknowledged.
Signed
Certificate of Authorship Originality

First I wish to offer my most sincere thanks to my principal supervisor  
Dr Louise McWhinnie, and my co-supervisor Dr Kate Sweetapple. I have been 
particularly fortunate to have such a supportive, constructive and positive 
supervisory team. Their consistent support has contributed to my confidence  
as a researcher and the enjoyment and satisfaction I have experienced while 
conducting this research. I would also like to thank the University of Technology 
and the DAB for extending me this opportunity to pursue my research. 
In addition, I express my most sincere thanks to my husband, Heros, and my four 
gorgeous girls, Olivia, Ani, Salbi and Alisha for their enormous amount of patience 
and support. It has been a pleasure to experience my girls’ understanding of this 
research and their remarkable ability to identify Australian map logos. This brings  
a big smile to my face, as I know they will continue to collect well into the future. 
I would also like to offer a big thank you to: Gabi Duigu, who has been an amazing 
shoulder to lean on throughout this process and an invaluable help with chapter 
structure and editing skills; Toni, who provided much needed support at the 
beginning and the end of this research and who generously read through my work 
and offered interesting suggestions; my closest friends Heather, Karine, Annie, 
Rosemarie and Lynne, you have all provided much encouragement at various 
stages of this journey; and to Sandra Nichols for proofreading the final thesis.
Acknowledgements

Abstract i
List of Figures and Tables iii
List of Appendices viii
Chapter One: Introduction 1
1.1 Motivation 1
1.2 The meaning of symbols 2
1.3 Understanding the historical use of the map as a symbol 4
1.4 Visual timeline  8
1.5 Overall aims, research question and chapter overview 13
Chapter Two: Literature Review  15
2.1 Impact of the cartographic form 15
2.2 Conclusion 18
Chapter Three: Preliminary Study: Shape Comparison  19
3.1 Establishing distinct characteristics 19
3.2 Logo comparison 26
Chapter Four: Visual Research 29
4.1 Balance 31
4.2 Rhythm 36
4.3 Contrast 42
4.4 Scale  47
4.5 Conclusion...Unity 51
Chapter Five: Visual Database 55
5.1 Research data collection 55
5.2 Background to the classification process 57
5.3 Industry categories 57
5.4 Developing a typology of shapes 58
Chapter Six: Conclusion  67
Appendix 1: List of logos in database (including company specifications)  71 
Appendix 2: Visual research matrices (x4)       included in pocket folder
Bibliography   121
Contents

This thesis examines the shape of the map of Australia, and analyses how its 
inherent visual qualities contribute to its recognition and ubiquity as a symbol.  
It is argued that the effectiveness of the map of Australia as a widely used graphic 
symbol stems from the characteristics of its shape, and that its attributes relate 
to those fundamentals of form and composition commonly accepted by graphic 
designers as necessary for creating an effective design. However, there is a paucity 
of literature that discusses or analyses maps in general and specifically the map 
of Australia, from this perspective. Whilst there has been some recognition from 
the cartographic discipline, this has simply hinted at the potential of shape as a 
contributing element in the recognition of maps as symbols. This literature has also 
been undertaken from a cartographic perspective and lacks the particular insight 
and understanding as to why and how the characteristics of shape can contribute  
to the effectiveness of a symbol.
A preliminary study of the shape of the map of Australia compared to other 
countries of similar size or shape, initially identifies how the visual and graphic 
uniqueness of cartographic maps create a recognisable and memorable form,  
and subsequently, how these elements can contribute to the flexibility of a map 
to adapt as a graphic symbol. Identifying these elements is the first step in 
determining whether the map’s shape can serve as an effective graphic symbol.
The heart of the study builds on this understanding and examines how, by applying 
the principles of design, we are able to understand why the map works as a 
symbol. This analysis develops a cohesive set of principles, which are used as an 
analytical tool to evaluate the map of Australia in terms of its effectiveness as a 
graphic symbol. This thesis is guided by my own personal knowledge as a practising 
designer of many years’ standing and also draws on graphic design literature that 
provides an insight into the specific design principles, visual identity and creative 
process involved in developing a symbol. Through an understanding of these core 
principles it can be demonstrated how and why the map of Australia serves as an 
effective graphic symbol.
Finally, this thesis presents a series of matrices that presents the sizeable collection 
of logos in the research database, and which reveals the versatility, and graphic 
adaptability, of the map of Australia’s unique form.
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